Among the many interesting paintings the Metropolitan Museum has recently had the good fortune to receive as loans from Mrs. Payne Whitney there is one that is not only entertaining but also somewhat puzzling.' It shows a pair of young lovers. The man is paying court to the woman by putting his arms tenderly round her, and she shows her satisfaction in a rather surprising way, pressing his little finger with the finger and thumb of her right hand; at the same time she holds in her left hand a pair of spectacles, which she seems to have just taken off or to be offering to some one. Her intent and mischievous eye seeks ours as if to tell us the hidden meaning of her two apparently diverse actions, lest we see in them only thoughtless feminine inconse- (illustrated on the following pages). The lovers are exactly the same in these prints as in the painting, except for a very slight difference in the position of the hand that holds the spectacles; but they have facing them a disconsolate old man, to whom the lady is presenting this symbol of old age. Immediately the enigma of our painting is solved: it is a copy of the anonymous engraving; we have only the left half of the picture; the right half, showing the old man, has been cut off, perhaps because of damage, perhaps because the indiscreet witness was thought to lessen the sale value of the young lovers. When we look carefully at the canvas we see that the old frame mark is on three sides only, proving that the right side was not framed until recently. We can also see, near the spectacles, the outline of the old man's coat just as it appears in the engravings. The meaning of the scene is now clear: it is, following the vigorous paganism of the Renaissance, both a commendation of young love and a satire on the unseemly ardors of love in old age. A legend in French on the prints, followed in the anonymous one by a German translation, develops this idea, not without wit and a certain charm of orthography. Here is the text: The. arrangement of this satirical subject that we have in our picture and the two prints must have been well known. There is another example of it in a painting of much higher quality in the Museum at Rennes (illustrated on p. 13, above). The same characters and the same poses, except that the hand holding the spectacles is slightly different and the old man, instead of muffling his hands in his cloak, makes the eloquent gesture of counting money -the final argument of the particular kind of old rake he is. But the costumes are entirely different. The lover appears as a French nobleman of the time of Charles IX and Henry III
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(about 1570-1580), the old man in Venetian costume with red jacket and close-fitting trousers, black cloak and cap; the lady is dressed, if one may use the word, only in jewels and a very diaphanous veil. There is an architectural background with classic moldings that suggests the interior of an Italian palace. The traditional name of the picture at-Rennes, La Femme entre les Deux Ages, sums up the scene. But there seems to be more in these pictures than a casual representation of a satiric theme. Surely there is some definite source. I believe that we have here a scene from the Italian comedy, the commedia dell' arte, which, just at the end of the reign of Charles IX, was making a brilliant entrance in France.
Of these first connections of France with the Italian theater we have today some knowledge. Old texts, paintings, and engravings were brought to light by a number of the older scholars, particularly Armand Baschet, and of recent years, when the interest in the commedia dell' arte was suddenly revived by Whitney's painting, are the subject of the present article. Much precise information is lacking that can only be obtained with the return of peace; some ideas are only hypotheses for lack of research that can only be done in France. It seems, however, that even the incomplete publication of these rare documents is not without interest for the history of the commedia dell' arte or for French painting of the sixteenth century.
Let us review each of these pictures, even the three that have been published, since they have been studied almost entirely from the point of view of the history of the theater. As for their interest as paintings, they have never had any serious analysis, and the old errors have simply been repeated. We begin with them. For the history of the theater it has great importance: it is the oldest painting known (or at least published) of a scene from the commedia dell' arte, the oldest not only in 17 According to the costume, this picture seems to have been painted between 1570 and 158o. Perret's engraving, mentioned at the beginning of this article, which is dated 1579, is in reverse and the style is obviously inferior to that of the painting; we can then conclude that the painting served as a basis for the engraving and was therefore painted before 1579. But it is possible that both painting and engraving were taken from a lost engraving of the type in the Recueil Fossard, a collection of prints that will concern us in studying the next painting. The gesture of the old man wrapped in his cloak in Perret's engraving is typical of the Italian comedy and occurs often in the Recueil Fossard. This is not the only reason for thinking the picture a scene from the commedia dell' arte. The costume of the Ponsonhailhe, attributes it to an unknown seventeenth-century painter of the French school, calls it "Les Personnages de la comindie italienne," and reports that it was acquired by the city in 1862 from the heirs of the Coste family in execution of a contract. old man, like Pantaloon's except for the mask and beard, could very well be that of the Vecchio, the old merchant made ridiculous by his pretensions and his misfortunes in love. It may perhaps be objected that the seminudity of the woman could not have been seen on the stage in the sixteenth century. This is an illusion of our times. Many witnesses, sincerely or hypocritically indignant, give us reason to believe that the commedia dell' arte was at times a worthy precursor of the "burlesque." Padre Ottonelli23 complains of such episodes as a nude woman jumping through a window or a woman who pretends to be mad appearing on the stage in a transparent gown. Scenarios suggested this kind of sensational costume for scenes of fire, shipwreck, and midnight brawls, and, of course, for mythological scenes.
The simplified architectural setting is quite similar to that installed in the castle hall in the Bayeux picture. Perret's engraving has a legend very much like those in the Recueil Fossard; it has two parts, the first a sort of suggest the eloquent and concise style of engraving. Finally, the similarity in the composition of the two group portraits makes one think that a type for these had also been established by the engravers. This is not to say that all paintings representing Italian comedians in France were copied from prints. But engraving usually attacked the subject first and painting followed after. Here, then, are the beginnings of a tradition in French painting that was to continue for two centuries and to find in each century a master interpreter, Jacques Callot in the seventeenth, Antoine Watteau in the eighteenth. The Metropolitan Museum can now show an example of these beginings as of these heights. Eight years ago, when the Museum acquired the delightful Mezzetin, Harry Wehle, in an article full of delicate incisiveness worthy of Watteau's art, stressed all the strong qualities in this passionate singer-who might so easily have fallen into sentimentality or bombasthis sincerity, his soundness and manly vitality. These, indeed, give the tone proper to the commedia dell' arte. The early pictures did not belie it. Of those we see here, painted more or less well, some confine themselves to a simple genre narration, some aspire to a record in a noble style. But in all of them there is the animus of a powerful way of life, an intensity that lays before us the desires, the intrigues, the vanities, the weaknesses, the vigorous pleasures, and the simple gaiety of man. In the commedia's gallery of finely diversified types, in the grimaces and the gestures, sometimes rude, sometimes as gracious as those of dancers, in the eye that gleams through the mask, we feel the prodigious, insatiable eagerness to embrace all the quivering substance of humanity, all the energies of life. This was a reaction against the mannerism to which the renaissance classical culture led, a strong expression of naturalistic feeling, the first manifestation of the baroque spirit in the comic theater.
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